Abstract-
INTRODUCTION
Among the requirements for a literary production to be considered a novel is the length of the story told. This quantitative issue has led critics to consider McEwan's On Chesil Beach to be a novella rather than a novel. Though we shall regard it, for the purpose of the study, as a novel, On Chesil Beach is to say the least quite a short fiction. One should not, however, be surprised at this fictional brevity. The novel is consistent in its conciseness for it relates an aborted wedding night: the wedding of Edward Mayhew and Florence Ponting , and their marriage which has roughly lasted eight hours 1 . The brevity of the novel is, thus, ironically reflexive. As suggested in the one-night marriage subject-matter, the novel is ironic both in form and content. This paper posits that irony underlies the whole framework of the narration in McEwan's novel. On the other hand, we argue that irony mainly proceeds from fear and misunderstanding in the story, which unfolds as a space dedicated to a transformation of sex into discourse. In this textual/sexual dynamic, irony will be regarded in relation to Paul de Man's theory, that is, more as a question of disillusion, of a disruption of a narrative line than a matter of interpretation. In other words, the focus shall be put less on verbal irony than situational irony. Our first endeavour shall consist in discussing the theme of fear as it permeates the text, and then the study will zero in on the interplay of ironic situations.
II. FEAR IN A WORLD OF FEAR Ian McEwan's On Chesil Beach is set in 1962.
Accordingly, it addresses socio-political issues the United Kingdom and the West confronted in the late 50s and early 60s: the sexual revolution 2 , the arms race, and the uncertainty and anxiety s temming from a changing paradigm in geopolitics. All the allusions to politics in the novel are fear-arousing. Prime Minister Harold Macmillan is fictionalized as a means to convey that anxiety. He is time and again hinted at, sometimes about the fall of the British Empire, sometimes about the Cold War. On home affairs, for example, "some cursed him for giving away the Empire [...] with these winds of change blowing through Africa" (OCB 131). And, at the hotel where Edward and Florence spend their wedding-night, Macmillan is, at some specific point, the focus of attention. His speech on TV in the main bulletin gives voice to the existential anxiety serving as a backdrop to the novel:
Edward and Florence heard the muffled headlines and caught the name of the Prime Minister, and then a minute or two later his familiar voice raised in a speech. Harold Macmillan had been addressing a conference in Washington about the arms race and the need for a test-ban treaty. Who could disagree that it was folly to go on testing H-bombs in the atmosphere and irradiating the whole planet? But no one under thirtycertainly not Edward and Florencebelieved a British Prime Minister held much sway in global affairs. Every year the Empire shrank as another few countries took their rightful independence. Now there was nothing left, and the world belonged to the Americans and the Russians. Britain, England, was a minor power-saying this gave a certain blasphemous pleasure (OCB 24).
Along with the independences of the former colonies, this passage expresses anxiety on the arms race, especially the H-bomb. By the way, provided the novel's concern with the existential anxiety of that period, it is not surprising that Edward and Florence first met at a meeting about weaponry:
As his eyes adjusted, the first person he saw was Florence [...] her gaze was on him as he approached, and when he was near enough she took a pamphlet from her friend's pile and said 'would you like one? It's all about a hydrogen bomb landing on Oxford' (47-48). It is worth noting that this passage is a replica of Florence's presence at the meeting: just as Edward, she had left home "with a vague ambition of wandering" (54) 3 and ended up at the meeting in Oxford where she is explained, by one of her old acquaintances, the dangers of the H-bomb, and asked to help hand over the pamphlets:
As The context of anxiety and fright Edward and Florence first met in crystallizes somewhat the feeling of fear that pervades the novel. As a matter of fact, fear unites both the protagonists. Likewise, as we shall see, it is through the agency of fear-namely the consequences it engenders-that Edward and Florence separate. An intense and inhibiting fear characterizing altogether both characters causes their wedding-night to be a real flop.
Edward is depicted as a character terrified by the prospect of failure, especially in his relationship with Florence. Florence, contrary to Edward, is from the upper-class. She is from a rich family-her father is a businessman and her mother a lecturer at the universityand is accordingly educated. As her love for classical music attests, Florence is a sensitive soul. She is, so to speak, squeamish. Conversely, Edward is from a fairly poor family 4 and he enjoys rock music. It is mandatory that he adjust and avoid being coarse lest he should lose her. As a result, because of all these sociological and psychological pressures, Edward "did not trust himself" (OCB 91) 5 . He fears loss and castration, as the following passage suggests:
[Edward] could not escape the memories of those times when he had misread the signs, most spectacularly in the cinema, at the showing of A Taste of Honey, when she had leaped out of her seat and into the aisle like a startled gazelle. That single mistake took weeks to repair-it was a disaster he dared not repeat (OCB 90). The idea in this passage is that, previous to their wedding, whenever Edward's behaviour was unseemly, whenever he behaved in a sexually suggestive way towards her, Florence rejected him. She disapproved of such behaviours across the board.
III.
THE IRONY OF FEAR Edward's lack of experience too, can account for his fear of failure. He is very anxious about his upcoming sexual performance in the wedding night. Just like Florence, he ignores much about sexuality. The unknown arouses in him fear and, furthermore, he is afraid of leaving Florence unsatisfied. For that very reason, he refrains from the masturbation he used to indulge in. He did not want to be "in real danger of arriving too soon" (OCB 31); and he consequently made strenuous efforts to avoid experiencing such a disappointment. As the narrator observes:
Edward's single most important contribution to the wedding arrangements was to refrain, for over a week. Not since he was twelve had he been so entirely chaste with himself. He wanted to be in top form for his bride (20). The most appealing irony in On Chesil Beach is linked, as it happens, with this fear of dissatisfaction: the reader, enjoying what Holdcroft calls "grim humour" (493), is informed in the third part of the novel that Edward has experienced premature ejaculation. His dream has become a nightmare as "the most sensitive portion of himself" would not, would even never, "reside, however briefly, within a naturally formed cavity inside this cheerful, pretty, formidably intelligent woman" (OCB 7). This ironic situation, indeed a situational irony, which generates the paradox of early divorce, is somewhat due to Edward's warranted anxiety about the "uncanny"; but it also results, in good part, from Florence's own phobia about sexuality. As Jaclyn Melcher writes, "Both Edward and Florence were products of their time, and both were entirely unprepared for the romantic notions thrust upon them by Western society and the marriage plot" (40).
The inconsistency in Florence's relationship with Edward lies in that she deeply loves Edward and willingly accepts to be his wife while, simultaneously, she repels the idea of sex relationships. Where Edward "merely suffered conventional first-night nerves, she experienced a visceral dread, a helpless disgust as palpable as Because she is troubled by her fear for sexual relationships, on the one hand, and she is afraid, on the other hand, of offending her lover-how could she otherwise justify a refusal to enjoy utmost intimacy with her husband on their wedding-night?-she decides to make the first move. She lifts the curtains of what MarieLuise Kohlke calls 'the consummation scene" (2015: 155), proposing Edward to get into bed with her (OCB 32). Unfortunately, the outcome of all her subsequent bold acts ironically reinstates her in her revulsion for sex:
She was going to get through this . Florence is, in reality, not so much shocked by Edward's flop as she is traumatised by the fact that her skin has got "fluided". However, Edward firmly believes that Florence's reaction proceeds from a disappointment at his premature ejaculation, at his inability to satisfy her in their wedding-night, and at a prospect of having to live with a man who is impotent 7 . He is, as a result, totally distraught, bewildered, extremely offended and deeply ashamed:
He And if, at the end of a year of straining to contain himself, he was not able to hold himself back and had failed at the crucial moment, then he refused to take the blame. That was it. He rejected this humiliation, he did not recognise it. It was outrageous of her to cry out in disappointment, to flounce from the room, when the fault was hers (134). The misunderstanding which the passage above foregrounds is very telling as to the place of irony in the structuration of McEwan's novel. Misinterpretation stemming from ignorance and lack of communication determines both Edward and Florence, and their endeavours to absolute union make separation unavoidable. The marriage between Edward and Florence has lasted merely a few hours. Union and s eparation, marriage and divorce are, therefore, unusually synchronic in On Chesil Beach. The marriage is not, and will never, be consumed because the ironic knots that disrupt the narrative line keep deferring ad infinitum the happyending denouement any readers should be expecting from the outset of the story.
The incident that ultimately provokes inevitable separation in the couple is what Foucault would term Florence's transformation of sexuality into discourse (28), her "self-effacing" proposal: against all odds, Florence, striping marriage of its procreative function, recommends that she should live with Edward as wife and husband but never have sexual relationships with him, and affirms that she should not mind when the latter would need to cheat on her. Suggesting gender troubles, and revealing in Florence some Sapphic orientation, this proposal is expressed as follows:
We love each other-that's a given. To marry him, then deny him, it was monstrous, wanted him to go with other women, perhaps she wanted to watch, it was a humiliation, it was unbelievable, no one would believe it, said she loved him, he hardly ever saw her breasts, tricked him into marriage, didn't even know how to kiss, fooled him, conned him, no one must know, had to remain his shameful secret, that she married him then denied him, it was monstrous (158-159). The prospect of living happily ever after expected in a fiction staging a wedding night between two young lovers is thus thwarted in On Chesil Beach. Edward's failure and subsequent disappointments, a situational irony followed by dramatic ironies , makes happiness impossible. As for Florence who needed perhaps to "be psychoanalysed.
[To] kill [her] mother and marry [her] father" (OCB 153), she is left one option: to repress her sexual aversion and fears in classical music.
IV.
CONCLUSION In On Chesil Beach, Dominic Head argues, "McEwan would seem to be very much in debate with contemporary culture, and the perceived sense that we live in an increasingly sexualized world" (121). To be sure, the carnality and permissiveness of the novel is obvious. With its sexually explicit content, McEwan's novel exemplifies to a great extent "present-day sexual liberation" (Kohlke 2015: 159 
